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 Interpreting the scope of their literature reviews:  
 significant differences in research students' concerns 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
As librarians have developed a growing concern for fostering the information literacy of library 
users they have become increasingly involved in teaching many facets of information use. 
Completing a literature review forms one important context within which people learn to use 
information effectively; and within this process the need to be able to think critically about the 
relevance of information is very important. One of the problems that neophyte researchers face 
in the early stages of their research, is the need to interpret the possible 'scope' or 'coverage' of 
their literature review. This article describes eight ways of thinking about scope identified 
among beginning research students: topicality, comprehensiveness, breadth, exclusion, 
relevance, currency, availability, and authority. Some of these eight concerns reflect recognised 
information values. They also suggest strategic directions for librarians and other educators 
working with beginning researchers. These directions include the need to help students adopt 
psychological rather than topical views of relevance, and subjective rather than objective views 
of information. Such strategies are likely to reduce students' emphasis on comprehensive 
coverage, and would encourage them to focus on establishing connections and meaning in 
relation to their own research. 
 
 
Literature reviews, user studies, postgraduate students, information literacy, relevance, critical 
thinking. 
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 Interpreting the scope of their literature reviews:  
  research students' concerns 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Reviewing the literature is a well-established academic tradition which is handed down, in 
many disciplines, to new generations of researchers through the experience of postgraduate 
scholarship.  Completing a literature review is usually a significant intellectual achievement in 
its own right, requiring the analysis and synthesis of previous work in such a manner that new 
understandings of that work are uncovered, and the way is opened for new scholarship or 
research.  
 
Because of the need to explore the output of previous scholarship, academic librarians are 
usually heavily involved in teaching or otherwise assisting beginning research students. 
Involvement by academic librarians makes it possible for them to help students achieve the 
levels of information literacy required for such an undertaking. In writing literature reviews, 
however, as in any other task, information literacy is being applied to a particular context or 
genre, and students need to understand that genre as well as the processes of information use.  
 
This article explores a significant facet of the genre of literature reviews, that is 'scope', or 
'coverage'. Student decisions regarding the scope or coverage of their literature reviews, are 
pivotal to the quality of their written product; these decisions determine the content of those 
reviews. Insights into how students can be helped to make appropriate decisions can be gained 
from an exploration of scholarly writing about literature reviews as well as students' own 
perceptions of the scope of their work, and analysing these in relation to interpretations of the 
nature of 'information' and 'relevance'. 
 
Some of students' concerns about scope reported in this article, reflect recognised information 
values such as timeliness and authority. Others, such as the emphases on comprehensiveness 
and topicality, suggest strategic directions for librarians and other educators working with 
beginning researchers. These directions include the need to help students adopt psychological 
rather than topical views of relevance, and subjective rather than objective views of information. 
These strategies are likely to reduce students' emphasis on comprehensive coverage, and would 
encourage them to focus on establishing connections and meaning in relation to their own 
research.   
 
 
THE LITERATURE ON LITERATURE REVIEWS 
 
One of the earliest requirements of many new research students is usually to 'do a literature 
review'. A general definition and taxonomy of literature reviews was first offered by Cooper 
(1985), one of his motives being to facilitate the evaluation of reviews.  Of the six categories in 
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his taxonomy: focus, goal, perspective, coverage, organisation and audience, the category of 
'coverage', or 'scope', which is the focus of this aricle, is probably the most complex for anyone 
writing a review. For postgraduate research students, this is often demonstrated in questions 
familiar to many academic librarians and supervisors: 'Where do I stop?  How much do I have 
to cover?'. 
 
Academic interest in literature reviews as an object of research has been limited. The existing 
body of literature, however, is varied. It includes explorations of techniques and methods (Glass 
1976; Jackson 1980), literature searching strategies (Cooper 1987), and the influence of 
computers (Brent 1986). Other contributions have been an exposition of the review process 
(Cooper 1989); an analysis of research students' conceptions of the literature review (Bruce 
1994); descriptions of teaching interventions to facilitate writing them (Bruce 1996; Poe 1990; 
Waterman and Rissler, 1982); and reflections on the objects of, sources for, and common 
deficiencies found in literature reviews (Afolabi 1992). 
 
Some authors have commented, in various ways on the specific issue of scope. Their respective 
positions highlight the variation in thinking about scope. In his taxonomy of literature reviews, 
Cooper (1988, pp.109-111) identifies four possible approaches: 1) exhaustive coverage, citing 
all relevant literature; 2) exhaustive coverage with selective citation; 3) representative coverage 
(discussion of works which typify particular groupings in the literature); and 4) coverage of 
pivotal works. The variation  found in the writing of other authors hinges around the distinction 
between comprehensiveness vs. selectiveness.  
 
Afolabi, for example, stresses comprehensiveness: 
 
 Reviewing (similar) studies exhaustively and establishing that the problem addressed ... 
has not been investigated by any of the previous studies reviewed justifies the purpose of doing 
the current research. A researcher ... has a very limited view of the extent of literature in his or 
her subject field until the relevant literature on that subject field has been reviewed exhaustively. 
(Afolabi 1992, p.59) 
 
His emphasis on exhaustive coverage is reflected in the notion of 'saturation': A sense of being 
saturated signals the end of the search. When you begin encountering familiar references, it is 
time to quit. (Merriam 1988, p.65) Merriam tempers this, however, with an exhortation to 
critically select material for review according to the author's standing, the currency, nature and 
quality of the work. 
 
An alternative view is taken by Mauch and Birch (1989, p.75) who, on the question of where to 
draw the line, 'recommend parsimony based on criteria agreed with the advisor'.  This is 
endorsed in their criteria for evaluating literature reviews which incudes the following prompt: 
Is the reader made aware that the review has been selective and are the criteria for selection and 
relevance explained? (1989, p.177)  Such decisions are, however, made on the basis of initial 
reading 'widely and voraciously in the field of interest'. Borg and Gall (1989, pp.119-120) point 
out that no pat formulas exist to aid the decision making process, rather the scope of the 
literature review is bound up with the nature of the research problem. Their position may be 
summarised as follows:- students working in relatively new research areas need to read even 
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studies that are of peripheral interest, whereas students working in more thoroughly explored 
areas can cover a narrower topic range in greater depth. 
 
Whilst determining the appropriate scope is a significant step in research students' decision-
making about their literature review, guidance available to them in sources such as those 
described above is diverse. For librarians and educators the problems associated with varying 
perspectives is compounded by limited insights into the perceptual world of students in this 
area. With the exception of a study into research students' conceptions of a literature review 
(Bruce 1994), and Zaporozhetz' (1987) exploration of how supervisors advise students working 
on literature reviews, there has been little attempt to understand how this process is understood 
by those involved in it. Questions about the scope of the literature review are also inextricably 
entwined with questions of relevance; of how researchers evaluate the publications of other 
scholars in relation to their own work; and with ways of interpreting the nature of information. 
Students' ways of thinking about scope, discussed below, will be analysed in relation to these 
matters later in this article.  
 
 
EXPLORING STUDENTS' CONCERNS ABOUT SCOPE 
 
In order to understand students' thinking about the scope of their literature review an empirical 
study was conducted as an extension of earlier work which investigated research students' 
conceptions of literature reviews (Bruce 1994). The aim of the study was to identify variation in 
thinking about 'scope' or 'coverage' among students working in the early stages of their research 
process.  
 
Participants in the study came from a range of disciplines (Science, Health, Engineering and 
Education). All of these students were working towards either Honours, Master or Doctoral 
degrees. When I was working with them they were enrolled either in an information skills 
subject taught through the library or a faculty based research methods subject. Most of them had 
not yet consciously defined the boundaries of their work, they had not established goals for their 
review and had unformed ideas loosely revolving around the notion of 'the topic' of their 
research. For many, the research problem was articulated in general terms. The picture of 
students' concerns related to scope that emerges here thus belongs very much to the novice 
rather than the expert.  
 
Data-gathering for the study was conducted over a period of about three years. I collected and 
analysed more than sixty pieces of writing in which students reflected on their own reviews. In 
their writing about their literature review, which may have been anything from two paragraphs 
to a page in length, students invariably used words and phrases that touched on the problem of 
scope or coverage. This made it possible for me to extract, analyse and classify their concerns in 
a way that illuminated variation amongst the students concerned.  The analysis process involved 
first scanning each instance of student writing and extracting phrases pertaining to the scope of 
the literature review. A selection of these phrases appears below: 
 
 disciplines involved, a total scan of the area, all available literature on the topic, relevant 
materials, past and current information concerning a selected topic, examining current 
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knowledge in a field, in totality existing and past knowledge in the area, in the area of interest, 
the authoritative writings, the basics of a subject.... 
 
Similar phrases were then grouped and resultant clusters labelled to communicate the nature of 
students' concerns. 
 
This approach to exploring the perceptual world of neophyte researchers is adapted from 
Swedish investigations into the different ways in which students conceive learning (Marton, 
Hounsell and Entwistle 1996; Marton and Booth 1997). In those studies students' ways of 
thinking about learning and other phenomena are identified from interviews or written 
discourse. It has been found not only that there are different ways in which learning is 
understood, but also that there are major differences in how learning is approached. Similarly 
this exploration of students' ways of thinking about the scope of their literature reviews shows 
that there are several different ways of thinking involved, and that these may be attributed to 
two significant differences in approach. 
 
 
VARIATION IN APPROACHES TO SCOPE - THE EIGHT CONCERNS 
 
The eight concerns about scope identified through the grouping process were topicality, 
comprehensiveness, breadth, relevance, currency, exclusion, authority, and availability.  Each of 
the concerns is described below and critiqued. Extracts from students' writing are provided to 
illustrate each concern. 
 
Topicality  
This concern consists of focus on the topic or subject area of research.  It is the most elementary 
view of the scope of the literature review. It recognises, quite simply, that a literature review 
must be about something, that is some 'topic', and stipulates that the literature to be included 
should be about that topic.  Included in this grouping were phrases such as: 
 
 referring to the topic 
 on the topic area 
 the literature on a particular subject 
 in the area of interest 
 literature undertaken in a particular area 
 body of knowledge on a subject 
 
The 'topic' may comprise part of a student's definition of a literature review. In the following 'the 
topic' is paraphrased also as an 'area of concern': 
 
 A literature review is the formalised review of a body of written material relating to a 
specific topic or area of concern. 
 
Contrast with the later theme of 'breadth' suggests that 'the topic', does not include 'general 
background' or 'associated and supporting topics'. An emphasis on topicality would seem to 
represent a limiting approach to the scope of the literature review. There is no recognition that 
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literature that is not directly about the topic being pursued could be of considerable interest to 
the research being undertaken. This reinforces the need when working with students, to help 
them delimit, not only the many facets of their area but also the possible contributions of other 
disciplines and associated fields of interest. 
 
Comprehensiveness 
A second concern for students is the need to retrieve the full sum of the literature in the area of 
interest to them. With many students it is not clear whether the notion is being applied to all 
possible aspects of the research area or to one focussed area of interest.  Nevertheless, certain 
words and phrases unquestionably mark this concern: all, exhaustive collection, comprehensive 
list, total scan, exhaustive consideration, in totality and maximum amount Perhaps the most 
expansive representation of this concern is the following: 
 
 exhaustive collection of all literature, primary and secondary, on all aspects of the 
topic. 
 
Other phrases used by students in this category are: 
 
 an exhaustive collection of literature in an area 
 comprehensive list of journal articles in topic area 
 in totality existing and past knowledge in this area 
  
Concern for comprehensiveness holds a significant place in students' consideration of scope. It 
is commonly linked with the other concerns identified.  For example, 'maximum amount of 
relevant and up to date information' links this concern with that of currency; 'a total scan of the 
area condensed to the most relevant material' provides a link with relevance. 'All available 
literature on the specific topic' and 'all available relevant literature' introduce further 
connections with the themes of 'availability' and 'relevance'.  This concern appears to hold a 
somewhat central place in students' thinking.  It is also likely to be potentially overwhelming for 
them. Students need to relinquish their attempts to be comprehensive and attend instead to 
learning to discern significant works. 
 
Breadth 
Students sharing this third interest are not concerned with comprehensiveness, but are interested 
in writings beyond their specific topic or area of interest. They make reference to 'associated or 
supporting topics', 'broader areas', 'disciplines involved' and 'general background'.  Particular 
phrases used were: 
 
 disciplines involved in my research topic 
 review of broader areas of research 
 broader book review of topic 
 general background to the topic 
 background information 
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The theme of breadth is not as ambitious as that as 'comprehensiveness', nor does it unduly 
confine the students' interest. It permits exploration beyond the confines of the specific, and 
appears to be more flexible than the concern for 'topicality'. 
 
Relevance 
In this fourth concern, the notion of relevance is added to that of being related to the topic; 
hence relevance differs from topicality. The term 'relevant' occurs in a variety of contexts, 
including: 
 
 relevant material 
 articles relevant to the topic 
 available relevant literature 
 relevant literature 
 locate relevant material 
 relevant scientific works 
 
Some students confine their thoughts to relevance, whereas others mingle the issue of relevance 
with one or more of currency, availability and comprehensiveness.  Relevance is distinguished 
here from 'topicality' because literature may be considered relevant, whilst not being 'on the 
topic'. For example, a student researching peer tutoring would be also interested in the literature 
on mentoring. This concern more closely represents an interest in psychological relevance than 
topical relevance. Like the concern for 'breadth', students' interest in relevance would encourage 
them to explore different fields of interest and build potential relationships with their own work. 
 
Currency  
This fifth concern represents an interest in timely information. Where students mention 'past 
knowledge', the past is only of interest insofar as it sits alongside the present. Students are not 
interested in older research or thinking for its own sake.  Where recent developments are 
indicated to be of interest, no clues are provided about how 'current' should be interpreted.  Does 
it mean relating to the immediate present? or does it refer to developments spanning the last 
two, three, or five years? Despite this uncertainty, the concern is identifiable through phrases 
such as 'up to date' and 'current'.  Phrases actually used by students include: 
 
 up to date information 
 current knowledge 
 review of current research 
 past and current information concerning a selected topic 
 current knowledge in a field  
 
A number of uses of the term 'current' were introduced into students' writing about literature 
reviews as an afterthought, the term being added by the student upon reviewing his or her 
written response. 
 
Exclusion 
This concern makes explicit the need to exclude a particular range of information. Although 
students concerned with relevance or specificity would need to decide, albeit tacitly, what 
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materials should be excluded from their investigations, they have not expressed this, and indeed 
may not be conscious of it. Interestingly the one expression of exclusion: 'about the same topic, 
one area excluded...', goes on to assign responsibility for the decision to the research supervisor. 
Perhaps the student concerned did not have the security to make such a decision herself? For the 
supervisor, precluding the student from examining the literature in this particular application 
area may have been to deny her a rich source of research experience and ideas; nevertheless it 
demonstrates an emphasis on a selective rather than a comprehensive approach to the literature 
 
Authority 
For some students, concerns relating to the fundamentals of their interest area was the focus of 
attention.  References to the 'basic' and 'authoritative' literature have been classified as sharing 
this seventh concern.  Phrases used by students which I have taken to mark this concern were: 
 
 the authoritative writings 
 review of core texts 
 the basics of a subject, authors who have made a valuable contribution 
 
The ‘authority’ concern, like 'exclusion’, focuses further the more general interests in relevance 
and specificity outlined earlier.  An interest in authority also requires students to be able to 
critically assess the significance of material. This concern also represents an important shift 
away from the need to be comprehensive. 
 
Availability 
Students who shared a concern for 'availability' of material, used that term in their writing. 
Sample phrases belonging to this eighth group include:  
 
 literature that is available  on a topic 
 available literature 
 
There may be some ambiguity associated with the term. It may for example refer to physically 
and locally available material, or it may refer simply to existing material. If the latter, then this 
concern could reasonably be merged with 'specificity'. In any case, the use of the term is 
restricted and there are reasons for preferring the first interpretation. For example, many 
students are reluctant to obtain literature from beyond their personal contacts or libraries which 
are readily accessible. Costs and time delays may prove to be barriers to students obtaining 
potentially valuable documents. The thematic concern of availability is also notably linked with 
relevance in phrases like: 'available relevant literature'. 
 
 
VARIATION IN APPROACH TO THE PROBLEM OF SCOPE 
 
 
Many of students concerns, such as authority, currency, breadth and relevance are apparently 
appropriate to the literature review process. They are also very similar to some of the 
'information values' identified by Dervin (1989, p.223), for example timeliness, breadth, 
specificity, quality.  The concerns of topicality and comprehensiveness, however, would seem to 
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reflect views of information that are, again in Dervin's (1989, in press) terms, system-oriented 
rather than user-oriented. Both these concerns, comprehensiveness and topicality, would seem 
to rest on an objective view of information; one which suggests there is a particular set of 
information that must be identified by a user interested in a particular area.  The relevance of a 
document, in this view, is somehow a property of the document, rather than a relation between 
the document and the researcher (Park 1993, p.329). Adopting a subjective view of information, 
however, would mean that relevance would no longer be seen as a property of the documents, 
making it impossible to espouse an interest in either comprehensiveness or topicality. Where a 
researcher perceives relevance in relation to his or her research, documents that are 'on the topic' 
of the research may not be useful, whereas those on other 'topics', may shed new light on the 
problem to hand, thus bringing them within the field of relevance.  
 
Turning to the literature of information retrieval and use provides further insights into how 
researchers make decisions about the relevance of a document to their work. It can be seen here 
that psychological, rather than topical relevance is important (Harter, 1992). Stoan, for example, 
focuses on the highly personal nature of that decision making: 
 
 In the last analysis, it is the mind of the researcher that endows a document with 
"relevance", by conceiving a way in which it, or even a small part of it, fits into his/her 
emerging research scheme. (Stoan 1991:250) 
 
Park's (1993, p.345) recognition that 'relevance assessments are complex phenomena and cannot 
be represented as a static and precise relationship between documents and a user's question', 
further suggests that the relevance status of a document is likely to change as  students progress 
in their research. 
 
Following this line of thinking suggests that the eight concerns about scope may be divided into 
two distinct groups. The first group of concerns reflect a system-oriented, 'objective' view of 
information. And the second group reflect a user-oriented view. These critical characteristics of 
the two groupings provide descriptive labels for the approaches which are analysed in further 
detail below: 
 
• The subjective approach to scope: To this category belong the concerns of breadth, 
relevance, authority and exclusion. In the subjective approaches, information is 
interpreted subjectively, from a user-perspective, psychological forms of relevance are 
preferred and relations are established between users and documents.  
 
• The objective approach to scope:   To this category belong the concerns of topicality, 
comprehensiveness, availability and timeliness. In the objective approaches information 
is interpreted objectively, topical forms of relevance are preferred; essentially relevance 
is considered an attribute of the document rather than a relation established by a user.  
 
Clearly, in conducting a literature review, the subjective approach to scope with its associated 
ways of thinking will be of more value to neophyte researchers than the objective approach. 
Where ways of thinking associated with the objective approach are deemed important, then any 
decisions should remain subservient to decisions made associated with the subjective approach. 
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For example, a work that sheds light on the research problem should not be considered of less 
significance because it does not meet the criteria of currency. 
 
 
DISCUSSION OF STUDENTS' CONCERNS 
 
For librarians working with neophyte researchers writing literature reviews, two key questions 
emerge from the picture depicted above: 
 
·  How can they best help beginning research students considering the scope of their 
literature reviews?  
·  What else do they need to know about research students and their experience of the 
literature review? 
 
 
How can they best help beginning research students considering the scope of their literature 
reviews? 
 
Novice students' approaches to the scope of their literature reviews suggest that librarians and 
other educators need to help them: 
 
1) shift their interests from comprehensive to selective identification of literature; 
2) take a psychological, rather than a topical approach to the question of relevance; 
3) take a subjective rather than an objective approach to information.  
 
In the late 1980s, reviewers were already finding comprehensiveness a difficult goal to pursue: 
 
 ...the reviewer hopes the review will cover 'all previous research' on the problem...in 
reality reviewers typically are not trying to draw representative samples of studies from the 
literature.  Instead they attempt to retrieve an entire population of studies.  This formidable goal 
is rarely achieved. (Cooper1989, p.40) 
 
The impracticability of this approach is reinforced by examiners' negative responses to 
unnecessarily lengthy literature reviews (Hansford and Maxwell, 1993). A study of education 
supervisors also reports that the group investigated wanted students to identify representative 
literature rather than be comprehensive (Zaporozhetz 1987, p.133).  
  
Students who are concerned about the breadth of the literature review, seem to be neither 
unrealistically in search of comprehensive coverage, nor are they focussing unduly on a topic 
area. It is these students perhaps who are most likely to achieve the goal of demonstrating a 'full 
professional grasp of the background theory to (their) subject' (Phillips and Pugh 1987, p.53), 
without sinking in the attempt to be comprehensive.  For those who  insist on retaining an 
interest in comprehensiveness, that 'ideal' may soon be found to be impracticable.  
 
It is likely that adopting different ways of thinking about information and relevance will make 
the literature reviewing endeavour more manageable.  At this point it may be the supervisor's or 
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librarian's role to help the student consider criteria of relevance.  Such criteria need to be 
formulated at various stages of conducting a review. The appropriate coverage of the literature 
review is likely to differ in early exploration, say in fossicking for a problem, in conducting a 
literature search and reading around the problem identified, and in writing the review. Landmark 
studies, for example, could become the focus of a historical review, whilst a broader approach is 
taken to more recent developments in the field. Zuber-Skerritt (1987) suggests that, as students 
clarify their understanding of their work, they will have less difficulty in determining what is 
relevant, and will be more efficient in their reading, note-taking and writing.  
 
Naturally, different sections of the review will relate to different goals. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that the selection of questions which the review will address is considered to be the 
first task in literature review methodology (Jackson 1980, p.441). Perversely, perhaps, focussing 
on criteria of relevance may in turn create a need to encourage students to be more divergent in 
their reading from time to time in order to keep abreast of the work of the broader research 
community, in their own and related disciplines. Broad emphases on the ways of thinking 
associated with the subjective approaches should alleviate this difficulty. 
 
 
What else do we need to know about research students and their experience of the literature 
review? 
 
Although this exploration of students' perceptions has illuminated something of their concerns 
about the scope of a literature review, it also raises further questions about research students and 
their perceptual worlds.  In particular it may be helpful to ask: 
 
· How students delimit the scope of their literature review in specific phases of their 
research and in specific disciplines? This question assumes that students' perceptions of research 
study will change over time; to address it would require a series of longitudinal studies with 
students from different fields. 
 
· What students actually mean by phrases such as 'relevant', 'up to date' or 'authoritative'? 
These are basic concepts which underpin thinking about literature reviews and the terms are 
used by students and examiners in discussing their goals or achievements. Nevertheless know 
little about the different ways in which it may be possible to understand these terms which has 
serious implications for education. 
 
· How students experience other aspects of the literature review, such as the writing or 
searching processes? Many studies have been conducted into students' experiences of writing 
and literature searching. None have been reported which use the literature review as a context 
for such research. 
 
• How students are influenced by their peers, supervisors, librarians and texts in the literature 
review process?  The ongoing relation between the research student and other members of 
his or her academic community needs to be scrutinised in terms of influences on the 
literature review process. 
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• How students' perceptions influence the quality of their literature review? This is an 
important question which seeks to relate students' approaches to, or understandings of 
various aspects of the literature review, to their outcomes. In other words research should 
seek to identify links between students' ways of thinking about the literature review and the 
nature of the product which they submit. 
 
 
Finally, if librarian and research supervisors are to induct students into a research culture in 
which literature reviews are important, then they need to better understand how the literature 
review is perceived in the wider academic community and in specific disciplines. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The literature review continues to play a significant role in academic writing generally, and in 
applications for research funding and the compilation of research reports in particular.  In this 
paper I have explored the scope of the literature review from the perspective of students in the 
early stages of their research. This variation suggests that some students need to be encouraged 
to shift from a 'topical' to a 'psychological' view of relevance, and from an 'objective' to a 
'subjective' view of information. In order to better understand how librarians can best help future 
researchers learning to conduct and write literature reviews, we need to continue to explore how 
the review is perceived in the wider scholarly community and amongst students. 
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